Web Typography: Let Your Words Speak by Geraci, Michael
Pacific University
CommonKnowledge
Volume 6 (2006) Interface: The Journal of Education, Communityand Values
4-1-2006
Web Typography: Let Your Words Speak
Michael Geraci
Follow this and additional works at: http://commons.pacificu.edu/inter06
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Interface: The Journal of Education, Community and Values at CommonKnowledge. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Volume 6 (2006) by an authorized administrator of CommonKnowledge. For more information, please contact
CommonKnowledge@pacificu.edu.
Recommended Citation
Geraci, M. (2006). Web Typography: Let Your Words Speak. Interface: The Journal of Education, Community and Values 6(2). Available
http://bcis.pacificu.edu/journal/2006/02/geraci.php
Web Typography: Let Your Words Speak
Rights
Terms of use for work posted in CommonKnowledge.
This article is available at CommonKnowledge: http://commons.pacificu.edu/inter06/13
6/26/2014 Web Typography: Let Your Words Speak | Interface
http://bcis.pacificu.edu/interface/?p=3246 1/8
Web Typography: Let Your Words Speak
Posted on May 1, 2006 by Editor
By Michael Geraci <geracim@pacificu.edu>
Series Introduction
The web has quickly become a repository of multimedia content. Today, the average web surfer
is accustomed to experiencing animated menus, streaming sound, and photographs that
transition on and off the screen with the cinematic flair of a Hollywood movie. Despite this, the
information that we seek amidst these media-rich presentations is still primarily text-based, and
while the creation of multimedia magic remains in the hands of skilled — or daring, at the very
least — practitioners, the careful and conscientious display of text on the web is something that
is well within the reach of mere web mortals.
This is the first installment in a four-part series in Interface that addresses web typography from a
pragmatic perspective. This particular piece will set the stage for the series by presenting the
case for improved typography on web pages, defining key terminology; and best practices will be
showcased.
Part two in the series will provide some research-based recommendations for online
typographical practices, while parts three and four will demonstrate how to set up a
typographically appropriate stylesheet in Macromedia Dreamweaver that can be applied to single
pages and multiple sites with ease. All of this is made possible through the wonder of the
Cascading Stylesheet Specification (CSS), a rules-based “language” that controls the
presentation of content that has been structured through a standard markup language, typically
HTML.
Part One: The need for improved typography
The Wikipedia defines typography as the art and technique of setting written subject matter in
type using a combination of typeface styles, point sizes, line lengths, line leading, character
spacing, and word spacing to produce typeset artwork in physical or digital form.
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This particular definition is useful because it specifically lists the most critical elements of
typography, and it is these elements that will be considered in this series.
The practice of typography is as old as written communication itself, and therefore traces its
roots back to the Roman Empire. This long and storied history is reflected today in many of our
standard typefaces, which share the physical characteristics of letterforms created with flat-
tipped reed pens, and even the chisels, employed by the ancient Romans. The history of Web
typography, however, is not as glorious; in fact, the terms “Web” and “typography” were
considered by many in the field to be oxymoronic. Early iterations of HTML left no room for
typographic controls. Even basic typographical considerations, such as typeface selection and
generalized font sizes, were not possible until the browser wars between Netscape and Microsoft
during the late 1990′s.
While CSS, and its precursors, had been under consideration and development by 1993,
mainstream Web browsers did not support it until 1999, when Microsoft released version 5 of its
Internet Explorer browser, and despite the claims of any of the major browser companies at that
time, the adherence to the full CSS specification was incomplete and rife with errors and
inconsistencies that made typographic presentation a trial and error affair that was so ingrained in
the applications that it occasionally rears its ugly head to this day.
It is with this knowledge of Web typography’s fledging existence that we set forth on this
exploration into a more appropriate use of type in our web pages — to take advantage of the
renaissance in which we find ourselves at present. Like all worthwhile journeys, we should take a
moment to answer the ever-burning question of why.
Why should we concern ourselves with typography on our web pages?
It is a plain and simple fact that we publish information to this medium in order for it to be read,
and in having it read, we are seeking to communicate a message to our audience. Like all
thoughtful communication, the intention is to first attract a readership and then sustain it; to
deliver a message and have it resonate such that it finds a home in the minds of those that
would be motivated to understand it.
Motivation plays a key role in the delivery of educational material via the WWW.  While type is just
one element in the overall gestalt of our web pages, it is still the vessel in which we entrust our
primary message. The price of poor design has been shown to reduce learner motivation to
engage in the content [1] and, “at worst,” according to  Vaughn & Hinshaw (1995) “drives them
completely away from the product.” (cited in [2] Torgerson, 2000). According to [3] Costello, et.
al. (1995)
In developing several CBT [Computer­Based Training] products over the past few years, [we
have] learned a great deal about the variety of factors (technical, instructional,
psychological, aesthetic) that impact effective CBT design. But among all these factors, we
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consider visual design to be the most critical factor because it is the visual medium that
carries the instructional message. Therefore, effective CBT design must first adhere to the
principles of effective visual design. (p. 3)
If we put research and anecdotal evidence aside for a moment, it still stands to reason that
viewers who are not intrinsically motivated to engage with web content, will make immediate
decisions about the value of the content based on their first impressions of it. It is in this realm
that typography exists to welcome readers and to hopefully reward them by easing the process
of extracting meaning from our typed content.
It is fortunate for us that good web typography is not rocket science. The application of a few
easy to grasp typographical concepts will allow us to render text that encourages reading, aids in
information retrieval, and lowers the “cognitive overhead” of the whole process.
Typographic terms and concepts
Text on the page or screen can be considered from two different levels that are intertwined, and
equally important. The first level is of the individual characters in a typeface, and the units they
combine to form (aka words and sentences). The second aspect is that of the text block, the
single visual unit composed of all those characters, words and sentences. Blocks of text
combine to form “pages” (or screens) of content.
When our viewers first gaze upon our content, they are presented with the density of the page.
Page density has little to do with the actual amount of content on the page, and everything to do
with the ratio of content to open space (designers will refer to this unused space as “negative” or
“white” space). The goal is to convince the viewer that little effort will be required to read, or even
just peruse, our pages. All of this assumes, of course, that our readers aren’t highly motivated to
read what we’ve written, despite its obvious brilliance. A motivated reader will slog through just
about any page of information, no matter how dense and uninviting. Yet, to maximize the ability
for our message to be comprehended and retained, the process should be as unencumbered as
possible. Newspapers, like the Wall Street Journal, know this all to well, as they constantly seek
to streamline the accessibility and retrievability of information within their pages without increasing
their overall production and materials expenses.
Typeface: a family of characters that all share similar geometric and physical characteristics. A
single typeface can have many styles and character variations, but all characters share a
common set of properties that unifies them. Helvetica is a typeface that has variations too
numerous to list, yet all its characters exhibit a specific set of visual properties.
Font: often used synonymously with “typeface”, a font is really a specific representation of a
typeface. Fonts have size, style, and other properties. 12 pt. Helvetica Neue Semibold is a font.
Serif & sans serif: the small flourishes that adorn the end-strokes of some characters. Serifs
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exist to guide the eye through letterforms. They are like little pointers that flow through words. In
the taxonomy of type, serifs are used as a primary classification. Type is either serif or sans serif.
Times New Roman has serifs; Helvetica does not.
Tracking: also known as letter spacing, tracking is the amount of space applied uniformly
between individual characters. All typefaces have a default letter space; tracking is a control that
can be manipulated by authors that alters the default spacing between characters. Tracking
should not be confused with “kerning”, which is special character spacing based upon the
geometric qualities of two adjacent figures. As an example, a lowercase e can be set more
closely to an uppercase V based on their relative geometry.  Tracking is possible in HTML via
CSS, kerning is not.
Line length: while it really doesn’t need defining, line length is such a compelling concept,
especially in the online context, that it bears mentioning. Simply put, line length is the length of a
single line of text before it breaks into another line. Line length can be measured as a percentage
of the total available width of the page, the number of characters, or standard linear units, like
inches, and centimeters.
Leading: the amount of space that separates successive lines of text. More than just single-
spacing or double-spacing, leading is a block-level property that allows for pixel-level control over
lines of text.
x-height: a relative measurement of typeface size based on the height of the lowercase x in any
typeface. The ratio of the lowercase x’s height to other characters in a typeface, gives certain
faces an optical size that relates directly to the typeface’s readability. Lucida Grande has a larger
x-height than Gill Sans; as a result Lucida Grande “feels” larger on the screen and can be set at
lower sizes without sacrificing readability.
Point-size: a standard measurement of font height, one point is equal to 1/72 inch. A font’s
point size is based upon the number of points from the lowest point of any character in the face
to one point above the tallest point in any character, typically the capital letters. Point size is not
always a good indicator of a font’s “actual” size on the page or screen since many fonts are
designed with small x-heights, thus making the font appear much smaller than other font’s we
may be accustomed to at a given point-size. This occasional ambiguity is further exacerbated by
the fact that Windows and Macintosh computers use different mathematics to translate point-
sizes for on-screen display. As a result, fonts at a given point-size appear 25% smaller on the
Mac than they do on Windows systems.
For more information:
If you’re intrigued by all this, and can’t wait for the next installment, here are some resources on
the subject of on-screen typography.
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10 THOUGHTS ON “WEB TYPOGRAPHY: LET YOUR WORDS SPEAK”
http://www.redsun.com/type/
http://www.webmonkey.com/webmonkey/01/45/index3a.html
http://www.flywebmaster.com/webdesign/tips/typography.php
http://www.webstyleguide.com/type/index.html
Part Two: What the research says about typographical improvements
Witness web sites with a thoughtful presentation of type:
http://www.wpdfd.com
http://www.alistapart.com
http://www.webstyleguide.com
http://designforum.aiga.org
http://bcis.pacificu.edu/journal — and you thought it was just the great content that makes this
an enjoyable space on the web.
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best gun safe
on January 30, 2014 at 3:16 PM said:
I was recommended this website by my cousin. I am not sure whether this post is
written by him as nobody else know such detailed about my problem.
You are amazing! Thanks!
pressure washer reviews
on February 3, 2014 at 7:33 PM said:
Everything is very open with a precise description of the challenges.
It was really informative. Your website is extremely helpful.
Many thanks for sharing!
best clothes steamer
on February 3, 2014 at 8:09 PM said:
Pretty! This was an extremely wonderful article.
Thank you for supplying this info.
scroll saw reviews
on February 3, 2014 at 11:28 PM said:
Hi there! I know this is kinda off topic however I’d figured I’d ask.
Would you be interested in exchanging links or maybe
guest authoring a blog post or vice-versa? My site addresses a lot of the same topics as
yours and I
feel we could greatly benefit from each other. If you’re interested feel free to
send me an e-mail. I look forward to hearing from you! Terrific blog by the way!
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garbage disposal reviews
on February 3, 2014 at 11:53 PM said:
My partner and I absolutely love your blog and find a lot of
your post’s to be what precisely I’m looking for. Do you offer guest writers to write
content for yourself?
I wouldn’t mind publishing a post or elaborating on a few of the subjects
you write concerning here. Again, awesome blog!
infrared grill reviews
on February 4, 2014 at 12:15 AM said:
Quality posts is the main to invite the people to pay a quick visit the site, that’s what this
web site is providing.
best home gym
on February 4, 2014 at 4:28 AM said:
Greetings! Quick question that’s totally off topic.
Do you know how to make your site mobile friendly?
My web site looks weird when viewing from my iphone4.
I’m trying to find a template or plugin that might be able to correct this issue.
If you have any recommendations, please share.
Cheers!
best vacuum for hardwood floors
on February 4, 2014 at 12:14 PM said:
Its not my first time to visit this web page, i am visiting this site dailly and take fastidious
facts from here everyday.
6/26/2014 Web Typography: Let Your Words Speak | Interface
http://bcis.pacificu.edu/interface/?p=3246 8/8
vacuum sealer reviews
on February 5, 2014 at 12:03 AM said:
Hi, Neat post. There is an issue together with your web site in web explorer, would
test this? IE still is the marketplace leader and a huge element of people will miss your
magnificent writing due
to this problem.
best folding bike
on February 5, 2014 at 1:55 AM said:
Its such as you read my thoughts! You appear to grasp so much approximately this, like
you wrote the e-book in it or something.
I think that you simply could do with some p.c. to pressure the
message house a bit, however instead of that, this is magnificent blog.
An excellent read. I will certainly be back.
